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S/wp. Biological Clocks, and Behavior
Currently, about 27 percent of U.S. employees have work schedules that shift regularly from day to evening or night. Also, several hundred million times each year people fly across time zones to an environment to which their internal biological clocks are not adjusted. The best documented health consequences of shift work are disorders of sleep and digestion. There are also potential hazards in operating complex equipment, monitoring safety indicators, or making important decisions while affected by a disrupted routine. People differ greatly in their ability to tolerate working or sleeping on abnormal schedules. One frontier area of biobehavioral research attempts to clarify the nature and extent of such changes and factors that influence them.
Over the past decade, investigators have made considerable gains in understanding the physiological and behavioral processes that affect the sleep-wake cycle and its relation to the day-night cycle. Basic research is beginning to define both the characteristics of biological clocks and some of the neural systems that regulate them. A specific area of the brain hypothalamus now is known to be the central pacemaker for many circadian rhythms. Further research on pacemakers and control systems is highly appropriate.
Cardiovascular Disease and Behavior
Among established risk factors for cardiovascular disease are hypercholes-terolemia, hypertension, cigarette smoking, advanced age, being a male, diabetes, and marked obesity. Several of these have clear behavioral aspects. Thus, strong evidence of an association between atherosclerosis and elevated blood cholesterol has led to studies to find if reducing cholesterol concentrations by various means will alter cardiovascular disease rates. Similarly, an association between cardiovascular disease and Type A behavior has created interest in helping people to change that type of behavior, characterized as harsh competitiveness, unusual aggressiveness, intense work orientation, and a persistent time urgency. Behavioral aspects of smoking were discussed earlier; those of diabetes are discussed later.
Sudden cardiac death is of special interest to the biobehavioral sciences. Although the heart is almost invariably diseased in such deaths, the type of disease typically is compatible with many years of active and satisfactory life. Identification of factors that lead to sudden cardiac death may be useful in designing programs to reduce its incidence. Areas that must be explored in order to better understand neural controls of the heart relating to sudden cardiac death include describing the neural pathways involved, delineating